The Monster in the
Mirror
By Zachary Hays

To the Reader,
The 
Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, Fifth Edition
describes depression
as follows:
“The essential feature of a major depressive episode is a period of at least 2 weeks during which
there is either depressed mood or the loss of interest or pleasure in nearly all activities. In
children and adolescents, the mood may be irritable rather than sad. The individual must also
experience at least four additional symptoms drawn from a list that includes changes in appetite
or weight, sleep, and psychomotor activity; decreased energy; feelings of worthlessness or guilt;
difficulty thinking, concentrating, or making decisions; or recurrent thoughts of death or suicidal
ideation or suicide plans or attempts.”
Yet describing depression like this is rather like describing a dinosaur as a “big lizard.” You’re
not technically wrong, but you’re missing out on a lot of the really important bitsnamely, what
it actually feels like to 
have
it.
That’s where I come in. The only way to fight the stigma against mental illness, the
double standards that bring the physically injured sympathy but often bring the mentallyill
distrust or apathy, is to speak loudly and frankly about it. That is what I am attempting. This is
the constant turmoil in my mind, laid out on the page in as bare a format as I can muster. This is
me, bleeding onto the page in the hope that one of you, somewhere, will recognize a bit of
yourself in these words and find the help you need. Or that you recognize someone you know
and that you’ll do everything in your power to get 
them
the help they need. Either way.
This is a part of the story of my life, and although it has not been easy to write, I don’t
expect it will be easy to read, either, especially for those who have known me, and may never
have really considered what I deal with almost daily. This piece comprises the greatest challenge
I have ever faced in my life, and as the evercritical creator, I would say it falls well short of
capturing my struggles. Ever the pessimist, I guess.
However, I don’t want to come across as the dramaking just aiming for shock value.
Though things hereonout may seem relatively bleak, this 
is
ultimately a story about
perseverance. A story about how I survived to the present day with my mind (for the most part)
intact, and how the terrible monster that is mental illness 
can 
be combatted, if only our society
begins to recognize it for what it truly is and is prepared to open its arms to those in need.
Read along, and try to understand that this is how I think and feel. This is me, bleeding
onto the page, taking a sledgehammer to every wall I’ve ever put up in the hope that somebody,
somewhere, will draw from this the sliver of hope they need to pull themselves out of their own
personal Hell.
Yours truly (and I do mean truly),
Zachary Hays

“She should have died hereafter;
There would have been a time for such a word.
— Tomorrow, and tomorrow, and tomorrow,
Creeps in this petty pace from day to day,
To the last syllable of recorded time;
And all our yesterdays have lighted fools
The way to dusty death. Out, out, brief candle!
Life's but a walking shadow, a poor player
That struts and frets his hour upon the stage
And then is heard no more. It is a tale
Told by an idiot, full of sound and fury
Signifying nothing.”
— William Shakespeare,
Macbeth
(Act 5, Scene 5, lines 1728)

Dedicated to Macbeth, my best friend, and the best damn dog there’s ever been.
Miss you, big guy.

THE GREAT DEPRESSION
EXCLUSIVE INTERVIEW WITH THE MONSTER OF ZACH’S MIND!
INTERVIEWER: Hi there, Mr. Monster…
MONSTER: Please, Tom, Mr. Monster was my father. Monster is just fine.
I: Monster, right. Well first off, thank you again for making time for us in your busy schedule.
M: Oh, it’s no trouble at all. A lot of what I do is so behindthescenes, I appreciate having the
opportunity to get the word out about it!
I: Well, why don’t we start there? What d
o
you do?
M: There’s a short and a long answer to that. The short answer is: I torment the living hell out of
Zach.
I: I see. And the long answer?
M: Well, it’s my job to try and negate the whole purpose of his existence, I guess you could
say... If he’s particularly happysay a cute girl smiles at him or, I don’t know, something
ridiculous like thatit’s m
y
job to counter any positive thoughts or emotions he has with as much
negativity as I can. I really want him to feel like there’s no chance of anything good ever
happening to him, so he shouldn’t even try.
I: Remarkable. And how long have you been doing this?
M: Oh, I’ve been around ever since he was born, but I don’t think I really started getting into my
craft until… let’s see, 2005 or so? He would’ve been about 13.
I: Impressive. So how exactly do you do it?
M: Easy there, Tom, I can’t give away all my trade secretshaha! But I do have a couple things
TM
to share. My goto is the Voice
.
TM
I: The Voice?
TM
TM
M: That’s right. The Voice
. The Voice
is how I talk to Zach. I mean, really, I’m a part of
TM
him too, so it’s not like he can distinguish it from the other voices in his head, but The Voice
lets me speak with him up close and personal.
I: I see. What kinds of things do you usually say?
M: The usual stuff: 
They don’t really like you, they’re just pretending. You might as well give up,
you’re just going to fail anyway. See, look what happened, I told you you were worthless.
I
usually do it when he’s trying to sleep to really amp up the distress.
I: Incredibleand he doesn’t know it’s you?
TM
M: Oh, he does, but that usually doesn’t matter. He can ignore the Voice
if he tries, but what
I’m really going for are those sort of lingering doubts. Those little needles of selfhate and worry
that eat away at him whenever he’s feeling too content. And if he comes away feeling like an
absolute worthless pile of crap, I know I’ve done my job!
I: That is certainly impressive, Monster. So any other tricks or treats you’d be willing to share
with the viewing public at home?

M: I’ve been using Anxiety a lot lately. He’s in grad school, so that’s an easy one, if a little
unoriginal. Social Anxiety’s actually one of my favorites. Um... I usually try to take it easy with
Anger, but Heartbreak
that’s
a fun one to spring here and there. Beyond that, my lips are sealed!
I: Haha, fair enough. It’s been a pleasure speaking with you, Monster.
M: Oh, the pleasure was all minethanks for having me!
I: Thanks for watching, folks. If you’re interested in Monster’s 
Serotonin Sucks
campaign, please
dial the number on your screen now. This is Tom Notch from ZACH News, from one demon to
another, signing off!

Act I:
Maple Hill Middle School
My first inkling that I was different from other kids was in middle school. Yeah, I know what
you’re thinking  me and every other hormonal teen who shouted the adolescent maxim “
You
don’t know what it’s like to be me
!” from the fucking mountaintops at that age. It’s true, puberty
wrought its developmental havoc on my body and mind, same as everyone else. But something
else was happening to me too, something much more insidious, and I wouldn’t know what it was
until much later in my story.
To avoid creating any false impressions, let me say from the getgo that I 
did
have
friends. From about 5th to 9th grade, I hung out with a small group of guys and girls I knew
mainly by association with old parentallyorganizedplaydatesturnedfriends. That said, I never
really felt as though I belonged with them. They were all more or less popular (as popular as you
can be in a class of 80something kids), but I never had that feeling of being able to so
effortlessly move between social circles. So I stuck to the circle I knew and became, for all
intents and purposes, a ghost.
This selfisolation eventually manifested as a loose conformity to the “emo” lifestyle. I
had hair down to my shoulders with a fringe covering one of my eyes, wore dark, appropriately
over and undersized clothes, and projected a quiet cynicism which usually expressed itself as
strategicallysnarky comments in lulls of conversation at the lunch table. I was at once supremely
selfassured of my knowledge of the world and its peoples’ bullshit and clawingly desperate to
have a real connection with someone
anyone
who would truly understand me.

I’m sorry to say that this need for validation sometimes made me an accessory to the
bullying around me. I had been bullied myself a little, when I was younger, and although I think
most kids had a tentative impression of me as a nice guy, that’s not the me I remember thinking
back. When those kids whose outlandish behavior rendered them targets stepped out of line, I
was there with my friends to add witty insult of my own to the volley, all for that addictive rush
of satisfaction I felt whenever my friends giggled or laughed at something I had said.
I realize I should give myself more creditI was only a kid, after all. A kid at the outset
of a debilitating mental disorder. Still, I can’t help but think how different those kids’ lives might
be if I hadn’t taken part. Or better yet, if I’d had the courage to stand up for them.
My increasing anguish did have more legitimate outlets, primarily art and music. I have
always been a fairly good artist, and I’ve been playing piano since before I can even remember.
These mediums gave me, if not fully cathartic release then at least other languages with which to
express myself. And at the same time, these talents earned me praise from adults and peers alike.
However, I could rarely, if ever, bring myself to actually accept these compliments (in my head,
anyway, for I was always politely gracious); to my mind, people weren’t praising 
me 
but
something I could 
do
. It was like watching a dog do a neat trick; you might be impressed, but
you don’t necessarily give a shit about the dog.
For the first time outside of school, I began to write. My grandmother had, at some point,
given me a little, tan notebook with a dragonfly on the cover, and I began to fill it withof all
thingspoetry. Anyone who knows me today knows this is hilarious; poetry is my kryptonite,
something I can admire from some distance, but will otherwise refuse to touch unless given no
other choice. Back then, though, poetry was a wholly novel genre, even if I wasn’t very good at
it. My notebook was filled with little Frankenstein’s monsters of teenage angstwhat my friends
would later call “emo poems”that did their best to pantomime the gradual development of the
disease I couldn’t know, but perhaps deep down suspected, was taking over my mind.
…
This is not the original 
Memento Mori
. The original has, mercifully, been lost to the annals of
history and spring cleaning. This is, rather, an attempt to authentically recreate that early
masterpieceofshit. If, while reading, you find yourself becoming anxious, nauseous, or
otherwise emotionally disturbed, step away from the text, have a drink, think of England, and
recall those days of yore when every negative thought you had was an original experience in the
psychological history of humankind, and you alone were the center of an antagonistic Universe:
Memento Mori
Memento mori
, remember we must die
I have long known the mask of Death*,
But now that I have seen 
her
face,

I have forgotten those black thoughts.
Memento mori
, remember we must die
I love her with every fiber of my heart
I must hide my love beneath a shroud,
Until the day they lay me in my grave.
Memento mori
, remember we must die
I know she and I will never be together
Maybe if I weren’t this wretched soul,
I will forever know only the darkness.
*Mostly dogs and cats and the odd guinea pig
...
I had, by this point, fallen hopelessly in love. She was a vibrant little redheaded girl in my
homeroom class who smiled whenever she saw me. I don’t think I had any delusions about
actually 
being
with her, but my mind nonetheless transformed her into a kind of soulmate. We
were starcrossed lovers, fated to forever be kept apart by the machinations of destiny. I had
thoroughly convinced myselfand I would return to this conviction time and again in my
lifethat I was, at the core, wholly unlovable.
Here too I fell into a trap that snares so many teenage boys: the “realization” that girls
only fall for “bad boys,” and never “nice” guys like me. This argument is, of course, completely
ridiculous, reducing girls from any semblance of personhood to trophies for behaving like decent
human beings. But, of course, try telling 
that
to a selfcentered 13yearold.
If she ever knew how I felt about herand I don’t think she did because I was just that
shy and awkward around everyoneshe didn’t let on. And so, my feelings found other avenues
of expression. I drew pictures of darkhaired heroes and their redheaded heroinesHarry Potter
and Ginny Weasley, Fox Mulder and Dana Scully, Peter Parker and Mary Jane Watson, etc. And
smackdab on the first page of my notebook, I drew 
her
nothing risque, just her face. Better
than building a shrine in my closet, I guess, though probably not by much.
Later on in middle school, my reputation as the “Emo Kid” took on a disturbing new
quality: it became a foregone conclusion amongst some of my friends that I would be a cutter (to
this day, I’m not sure to what extent they thought they were just joking). I wasn’t, but I had an
increasingly difficult time convincing anyone that any injury I sustained was not selfinflicted. I
remember falling through a thornbush once while playing Cops & Robbers at a friend’s house
and scratching the underside of my arm to Hellthey didn’t let me live that one down for weeks.

And in one of the Universe’s hysterical ironies, it was this that led me to my first real
experimentation with selfharm.
My attempts at cutting have been few and far between, and rarely, if ever, have I actually
drawn blood. For a lot of people, selfharm is about releasing endorphins to make yourself feel
better, or punishing yourself for your perceived defects and sins, or even just an inexplicable
psychological compulsion. For me, I think, it was about attention: I would cut myself just enough
to leave a mark, but not enough to break the skin. Then, in my darker moods I’d flash glimpses
of my arm in the secret hope that someone would notice and reach out a hand. That no one ever
did is a testament either to my capacity for secretkeeping or the apathy of middle schoolers.
Midway through eighth grade, I found myself in my first real relationship, with a girl I
didn’t belong with. But we talked, we liked each other, and were (I assume, on her part) at least
moderately attracted to one another. We did little but hold hands and trade profound assurances
of our mutual love, but that was all I really needed. Somehow, too, a year or two earlier, I
became 
the
person to talk to for relationship advice, despite my advice usually being some
variation of “maybe you should talk to them,” which somehow always seemed to impress. Yes,
sir, I was a regular Dr. Phil, but apparently not as popular, because I haven’t been asked much
for relationship advice since.
Today, however, “eighth grade” is my personal shorthand for “year I’d really rather
forget,” and this sure as hell wouldn’t be the case if I’d actually discovered “true wuv.” At a
school reenactment of the Underground Railroad (I’ll reluctantly spare you the details of how
80something white kids wound up reenacting the Underground Railroad), I caught her holding
hands with another guy. From there, it was just a hop, skip, and jump to my first breakup and a
sixmonth period of angsty AIM messaging and notepassing with my muchbeleaguered friends
to the end of middle school, and the anxious foreknowledge of high school on the horizon.

Act II:
Maple Hill High School
High school was, perhaps needless to say, a whole new world. Though I certainly didn’t yet
consider myself an adult, I did have a newfound impression of myself as a moderately more
responsible person. I gradually insinuated myself into a new group of friends, who all seemed to
appreciate me more than my old friends had. Even still, and although my remaining high school
friends may be saddened to hear it, I felt alone. Among the multifarious curses of depression is a
bottomless thirst for validation, and any day I was not somehow assured of my value to my
friends was a day I spent desperately plotting how to prove my worth.
It was also around this time that what I now affectionately refer to as the Voice emerged.
In these earlier years of my disease, it had only just begun to dawn on me that something might
be wrong with my mind, and so I began to ascribe my darker thoughts to a secondary voice in
my head, a cruel whispering monologue that ran 247, 365 days a year. The Voice reminded me
that everything I was doing was wrong, that I was stupid for trying, so why bother? Today, I
know better than to listen. I don’t have schizophrenia, or any other type of disassociative
disorder speaking to me from a hallucinatory distance. The Voice is my own voice, projected
darkly and echoing in the valley of my mind. It is a refraction of myself through a malicious
filter, but is in no way a Monster unto itself, and that is a small comfort.
Back then, though, the Voice was convincing enough to lure me into the lowest mood I’d
thus far experienced in my short life. “Persistent low mood” may be an indicator of depressive
disorder, but it does nothing to describe what that actually 
feels
like. Any and every attempt at
bettering yourself or your situationtrying to meet new people, trying to talk to people you

already know, trying to live your life to the fullestis met with whispers in the back of your
mind mingling with your own thoughts along necrotic new neural pathways: “
Easy there,
Casper, you’re just a ghost, floating through the background of other peoples’ happy lives.
You’re a charity case, the guy your “friends” keep around to feel better about themselves, so
don’t get getting any bright ideas about being any more than the little you are.
” The Voice
consumes you. You become so sure of your own invisibility, you wonder whether you should
even exist in the first place.
And yet, even as the jaws of depression clamped tight around my ankles, something
fortuitous happened. I met 
her
. I realize that much of my story seems to center on looking for
and falling in and out of love, but these apparently chance relationships with people who really
understand me have influenced who I am today to such an extent that it is hard not to weave
them so thickly into my story. This girl
the
Girl (like Sherlock Holmes, for whom Irene Adler
was always just “the woman”) walked into my life while I was sulking against a cold metal
window frame on a bus on a school trip to Williamsburg, Virginia. This fairytale beauty of a girl
told me she liked my writing, kissed me lightly on the cheek, then scurried away. This minute
acknowledge was enough to temporarily muzzle the Voice, and convince me to keep fighting.
I didn’t speak to the Girl for another six months, but when I did, our romance was as
beautiful as it was brief. Although we seemed to complement one another perfectly, sharing a
mutual love for books, art, music, and revelling in the euphoria of our inexplicable love, I was
eventually relegated to the “friend zone” (that Purgatory for teenagers who more often than not
don’t fully appreciate the value of close friendship). And though I now consider the Girl one of
the most influential people to have ever come into my life, I felt, at the time, that palpable
disemboweling sensation of true heartbreak.

The depression that had so gradually infected my mind now ran rampant. The breakup
with the Girl set me adrift in a stormy mindscape of anxiety and melancholy it’s a damned
miracle I ever got out of. Suddenly, every selfloathing thought I’d had was validatedI was
meant to be alone, wasn’t I? After all, I’d just sabotaged the happiest thing I’d ever had in my
life. The Voice now had complete control. Like those fungi that infect antbrains and draw them
like marionettes up blades of grass to spread their spores, so too did my disease lead me to new
heights of absolute contemptuousness.
I became, to be frank, an asshole. I had occasionally before been convinced of my mental
and moral superiority to the rest of the world, but now I let it be known with startling
shamelessness that I really did think myself a Boy Wonder. I mean, if “asshole” characters like
Severus Snape or Dr. House could be so charismatically obnoxious, couldn’t I get the admiration
I deserved by simply acting like I was as great as I wanted to be? My snotty behavior, which
included arguing with an English teacher midlesson about her teaching philosophy and publicly
questioning why 
I
had to do particular assignments when I was so much smarter than everyone
else, received exactly the tolerant reception you’d expect: the minute one of my closer friends
told me I was being a prick, I returned shamefully to my usual self.
I eventually found myself in yet another relationship, with a blondhaired girl who was
cute and kind and deserved absolutely none of the emotional abuse I heaped upon her. I really
did love her, and I think she loved me too, but I recognize now that I was dating her because I
needed somebody to love, and not because I needed 
her
love in particular. And when she broke
up with me, I did the one thing I regret more than anything else in my life: I told her that if she
broke up with me, I would kill myself. It was an empty threata spurofthemoment gunshot I
regretted even as the words left my lips. Thank God she didn’t fall for itshe broke up with me
anyway, and I’m grateful for that, but I wish so much that I could take it back: the Voice’s words
have left a bitter taste in my mouth.
It was some short time after that I realized something actually 
was
wrong with my brain.
I had toyed with the idea of mental illness before, casually speculating among friends that I
might have antisocial personality disorder or psychopathy or something dramatic like that. But
that was for attention, not genuine attempts at selfdiagnosis. Now, I told my parents that my
stomach had been hurting, and, having thus finagled my way into the doctor’s office, shared
aloud for the first time with a medical professional my renagade thoughts. The doctor listened
carefully and, after a long and cathartic discussion, prescribed me Remeron (or mirtazapine), a
serotonergic antidepressant. Finally, I thought, I had vanquished the Monster. Alas, the battle
against mental illness is rarely, if ever, so easy.
...

There’s a joke I once by Norm MacDonald. Below is my slightlyextended version, albeit with
the same punchline:
A moth walks into a podiatrist’s office and says, “Doc, you gotta help me.”
The podiatrist says,” Sit down. What seems to be the problem?”
The moth begins: “Well, Doc, where do I even start? I work all day long, down at the
Hawk & Pepper accounting firm, just crunching numbers, day in, day out. My boss, you know,
he doesn’t even know my nameI’m just an employee number to him, someone to scream at if a
report doesn’t land on his desk in timewho cares if I was responsible for writing it or not, right?
I used to have dreams, you know. Ambitions. A future. I was going to be an actor. Can you
imagine me, Doc, up there on stage, spotlight shining down on my wings? Now look at me.
‘I come home to my wifea woman I once lovedand wonder when the two of us
became so old, so jaded. We don’t even fight anymore. The passion is gone. We go through the
motions of a happy marriage: waking up, eating breakfast, going to work, coming home, eating
dinner, going to bed, waking up, and doing it all over again. We’re just these empty husks trying
to fool each other into thinking that we’re still in love when in reality… the love is dead.
‘We were so happy when the kids were still here. My son, he moved out a few years ago.
He still visits us once in a while, but I know he only does it to make us happy. And, Doc, I wish
I could be proud of him, but when I look at him, I see the same cowardice in his eyes I see
whenever I glance in the mirror. My little girl... we lost her to the cold last winter, as we lost so
many of us during those long and bitter months. I visit her every weekend, closing my eyes and
trying to hold onto that sweet, happy smile of hers… terrified that one day, I might forget it.
‘Sometimes I wonder if… if I should just pull out the gun I keep in my bedside drawer
and end this hellish facade for good. The walls are closing in around me, Doc, and I don’t know
what to do anymore. I’m not feeling good, Doc.”
The podiatrist says, “Moth, it sounds like you’re troubled. But you should be seeing a
psychiatrist. What on earth did you come in here for?”
And the moth says, “Because the light was on!”
...
In the midst of apparent triumph, the Universe will challenge you. My challenge came the
weekend of my senior trip to Wildwood, New Jersey in late June of 2011. I was happy, for the
most part: I’d been accepted to my topchoice college, I’d amended my relationship with my
exgirlfriend enough to accompany her to my first and only senior prom, and the Remeron
seemed to have stabilized my mood. But, on the first day of the senior trip, things began to slide
slowly downhill. It began that morning, trivially enough, when I had to scramble out of a
roadside rest stop to catch the bus before I could get the food I’d paid for. Stomach growling, I
reminded myself, “Well, that’s not the 
worst
thing that could happen.”

As the day went on, I noticed my ex receiving, and apparently reciprocating, quite a lot of
attention from another guy in our group, a notorious womanizer. Jealousy boiled in my gut.
When we got to Wildwood, I followed moodily to the beach, where I plopped down in the sand
and did my best to ignore the peals of laughter from the guys and girls frolicking yards away. I
covered my scrawny frame with my arms, and stared intently into the waves, as though willing a
thunderstorm to blast through the clear, calm day. When another group of guys began swimming
out as far as they could, I decided to follow suit, eager to prove to everyone my manly resolve. I
made it threequarters of the way before my limbs began to burn with exhaustion, the current
tugging me persistently out toward open ocean. I splashed frantically back to the beach, where
after a surge of relief shared only by shipwreck survivors washed up on deserted islands, I threw
up a stomachful of swallowed seawater. Still, as I embarrassedly shuffled back to the hotel, I told
myself: “Well, that’s not the 
worst
thing that could happen.”
Later that evening, after a few hours of wandering aimlessly around Morey’s Piers
amusement park, I was tired of feeling like an outsider among my own friends. I needed a break.
So when they lined up to go on the GoKarts, I left for a “bathroom break” to get away and clear
my head of the Voice’s irksome whispers. This vain attempt at a moment of solitude ended when
I suddenly realized I was completely lost. I raced along the boardwalk, increasingly confused by
the sheer noise and color around me. Finally, I relented to common sense, stepping out of the
crowd into an alley between two shops and reaching into my pocket for my phone. That was
when the man grabbed my shoulder, punched me hard in the gut, and told me to give him my
money.
Some people say that in moments of panic, time slows down and your life flashes before
your eyes. I’m sorry, but that’s bullshit. In those next seconds, my body moved automatically,
closing my fist around the single $20 bill in my pocket, hurling it at the man, and scrambling
back into the flow of tourists outside. I ran as hard as I could, heart beating up in my throat, until
I was sufficiently lost again amongst the nightcrowd. For a brief moment, I stood, sucking in as
much oxygen as I could, the crowd streaming around me. Then I picked up my phone, chose the
first friend’s name I could find, and texted them that I was lost and that I had just been mugged.
A few minutes later, I saw one of my friendsmy 8thgrade girlfriend, no lessrushing
toward me, and she was soon followed by the rest of my friends, the teachers and chaperones, the
rest of the class, and a pair of police officers. They sat me down at a nearby table where, without
warning, I burst into a chorus of ugly, wracking sobs. The cops took my information, but
conceded that given my lack of a description, there probably wasn’t much they could do. My
exgirlfriend, who’d inspired in me so much undeserved jealousy, took my hand and held it tight.
The boys in my class pounded their chests, demanding justice, while the girls muttered worriedly
amongst themselves, asking under their breath, “But why would anybody hurt 
him
?”
When the worst thing actually happened, I reasoned it was because I was weak. It was
punishment for my discontent and envy. But as the class of 2011 walked me back to the hotel,
huddled around me in a protective circle, I realized that I wasn’t just loved… I belonged.

Act III:
State University of New York at Geneseo
If this were a traditional story, that would’ve made a damn good ending, huh? 

And so, having
vanquished the Monster, our hero returned home, having won the girl and learnt a valuable
lesson about the power of love.
Yeah, that didn’t happen. I mean, it felt like it at the time, like I’d
come away from the experience with a newfound understanding of my place in the community,
but there was also a sort of bitter irony in the fact that it came at a time when I was moving on
and would, in all likelihood, never see half those people again.
A long summer and a fourhour car trip soon brought me to my new home in Western
New York, SUNY Geneseo, and the strange building that would forever change my life  Seneca
Hall, or Writers House. The promise of Writers House was immediately apparentthe small,
glassfaced hall was a modern retreat, like Lake Geneva where Lord Byron and the Shelleys
stayed, and Frankenstein’s monster first came to life. And that promise was kept; by the end of
the first week, I had met a whole host of new and interesting people, all of them devoted, in their
own peculiar ways, to the lonely art that is writing, which always seems to attract those whose
brains are wired slightly different from the rest.

Though I had broken free from my cocoon and emerged a beautiful social butterfly,
freshman year was not easy. I had, over the summer, switched to a new medicationRemeron
had caused me to gain too much weight. The new medication, sertraline (or Zoloft), had its own
more agonizing sideeffect, a crippling nausea that hit me every morning and lasted for hours.
Yet it took me another year to connect the sickness with the medicationI thought it was just the
result of being in a strange, new place away from home. I would wake up every morning, go to
class, excuse myself, get sick in the bathroom, and return to class as though nothing had
happened. Eventually, I switched over to the medication I take to this day, venlafaxine (or
Effexor), which mercifully gives me no such sideeffects.
The Voice, who had always relied upon my loneliness to ensure my torment, now had a
new trick: anxiety. Oh, I had been anxious beforedepression and social anxiety are two peas in
a rotten podbut the new workload associated with college now put me into a state of
nighconstant panic, a terrible feeling of pressure and responsibility that I could never seem to
shake. Slowly, I drifted back toward isolationism, wondering how on earth I could possibly still
feel alone when I was surrounded by people who liked me (
Ah, but do they really? 
asked the
Voice in its dulcet singsong tones). College was supposed to be a new setting, where I could
become the person I’d been too scared to be in high schoolso why did I now feel like every step
forward was leading me back to where I’d been?
In keeping with the pattern that so cyclically characterizes my life, I met another girlthe
Woman. The Woman had been my RA (resident assistant) freshman year, and when I was
accidentally laid off from my job at the library (another story for another time), I found myself
becoming closer with the RA staff, and with her in particular. She was now the ARD (assistant
resident director), in charge of the entire staff of Writers House as well as the building next door.
Within a month of hanging out together, we were a couple. She and I complemented one another
so readily, sharing between us similar personalities, hobbies, quirks, but above all an ardent
passion for the building we lived in. Writers House had always been a home for those strange,
quiet kids like us, those imaginative souls needing only a welcoming hand into the community
and a stage to express their thoughts and fears and develop themselves into who they were meant
to be. This passion, which the Woman inspired and nurtured within me, was what convinced me
to become an RA.
My first year as an RA in Writers House was a hugely powerful learning experience that
gave me, for perhaps the first time in my life, a sense of purpose. I’d known I wanted to be a
teacher ever since my freshman year of high school, and now I was in a position to be the mentor
I’d always needed myself. But it was a challenge. I wasn’t sure the other staff members cared as
much as I did, and in picking up their slack, I found myself becoming the strict authoritarian I
never wanted to be. Even when I was able to be a mentor, I never knew how many people I
actually helped, and how many simply walked away without an impact. I questioned myself
constantly, my purpose, and although the Woman supported me every step of the way, she

simply wasn’t there. I had long since drifted away from whatever friends I’d had. As far as I had
come, I was still all by myself.
I was so sure the Woman was the 
one
that when she graduated the year before to go to
grad school in another state, I held on. It would be another two years before I graduated and we
could be together, and for once in my life, I was the optimistic one. In the doldrums of our
relationship, when she questioned if the pain of time and distance was worth it, I reminded her
that we were in 
love
, dammit, and that love always finds a way. The relationship was
strainedof course it was fucking strained, we lived miles apart, and intermittent visits to her
city, text messages, and Skype calls could only soften the blow of distance so much. Finally we
came to the harsh realization that we could keep clinging desperately to one another, no matter
how painful it was and would no doubt continue to be, or...
We broke up the summer before my senior yearamicably, sure, and with a heartfelt
promise to stay friends (“Always,” we told and still tell one another), but still. At the time, there
was this wrenching pain, an ache that lingered deep in my chest and pulsed outward with every
beat of my heart. I have, thankfully, never had any suicidal ideationsI’m too damn stubborn for
that, always too sure that just around the corner is the thing I need to be happy. I have, however,
experienced that feeling familiar to the intently suicidal, the desire not to exist, to slip painlessly
into nonexistence like falling asleep. But I kept existing, dammit. I kept fighting. And in this
limbo I remained until the start of my senior year. A
lright, folks, last call, we’re graduating
soon!
…
The manyworlds interpretation of quantum mechanics suggests that, for every existing
possibility, there is an alternate universes among infinite alternate universes where that
happened
possibility eventuates. That everything that could have happened in this universe 
has
somewhere else.
The idea of quantum immortality states that, whenever you die in an alternate universe,
your consciousness instantaneously transfers to a universe where you somehow lived instead.
On 11/31/2014 at approximately 12:00am, a bright purple light illuminated the sky above
CastletononHudson, New York, and remained for approximately 3 hours before disappearing.
After dozens of calls to the National Weather Service, the Agency was contacted. The Agency
immediately dispatched an investigative team to the site. The team recorded faint radiation levels
(approx. 16 rads), which were traced to a central point approx. 7 miles above 
██ ██████
█████
, at the residence belonging to the Hays family. The following newspaper article,
designated AE1642A, was discovered in their mailbox:

Zachary Hays, 21, of CastletononHudson, New York, died suddenly July 31st, 2015 after a
long and difficult battle with depression and anxiety. He was born November 16, 1992, in
Miami, Florida, the son of █
█████ and ███████ Hays. He graduated from Maple Hill
High School in 2011 and was attending the State University of New York at Geneseo, majoring
in English Literature and Anthropology. Zachary was a resident assistant at his school and
studying to become an English teacher.
Zachary enjoyed reading, writing, playing piano, and spending time with his friends and
family.
Zachary is survived by his parents, as well as his sisters █████████ Hays and ████
███████.
Funeral arrangements are taking place at Jacquel & Ibis Funeral Home in Thebes, New
York. Calling hours will be Thursday from 6pm9pm. The funeral will be held Sunday, August
10th at the funeral home. In lieu of flowers, the family asks that you consider donations to the
American Foundation for Suicide Prevention (AFSP) or the Depression and Bipolar Support
Alliance (DBSA).
The investigative team secured the object and distributed amnestics to the entire population of
CastletononHudson. A small observation unit was placed at the Fort Orange Paper Company
building to monitor for continued anomalous activity. No such activity has occurred as of
12/07/2015.
...
If freshman year was stressful, then senior year was a horror show of constant
expectations. Oh, I got what I’d always wanted: a shot at real mentorship. I was now the senior
(or at least most experienced) RA in Writers House, but being a figurehead for a hall of
80something kids took its toll.
Between helping the new supervisor and staff get a feel for the building, attending to my own
RA duties, completing Bachelor’s programs in English Literature and Anthropology, assistant
teaching for two of my anthropology courses, and frantically applying to every grad program I
could possibly find, I wore myself out fast. Another girl came into my life, but there was no way,
what with everything on my plate, that I could ever be what she needed me to be. 2015 soon
emerged the most difficult year of my life; along with everything I was dealing with, the year
brought financial difficulties, health problems, and the death of a beloved dog, Macbeth, to the
Hays family, I shut down. Oh sure, I got up, went to class, did my homework, yada, yada, yada,
in any meaningful sense of the word.
but I sure as hell wasn’t t
here
There was a dim ember of hope, though. In my junior year, I had read 
Moon Palace
, by
Paul Auster, for my Contemporary American Literature class. Early in the novel, Marco Stanley
Fogg finds himself at Columbia University and idealistically compares himself to Christopher

Columbus and the great adventurers of his namesake as motivation to go out on his own
symbolic journey of selfdiscovery.
Huh

, I remember thinking, 
my Gramps went to school there. Imagine if I went there
. I gave it no
more thought until I started applying to graduate schools in earnest. It was a pipe dream,
applying to Columbia, a roll of the die. But somehow, fate led me to New York City, and to the
journey I have found myself on ever since.
I left Geneseo, and Writers House, with a tenuous confidence that I had done something
good there. I had helped to develop a culture of welcomeness and creativity, continued the
process of connecting Writers House to the greater community, helped my supervisor select the
next staff (even though I wouldn’t be there), and at the end of the day, I got a plaque on a wall
with my name on it. More importantly, I like to think I impacted the people therestaff and
residents alikeand that they, in turn, will impact those who come after them. Writers House was
the Woman’s legacy, but now it is mine, that fantastic citadel of creativity and passion,and I
know that I left it a better place than when I found it.
My coworkers joked that when I left, they’d tell stories about the “Ghost of Writers
House”: 
They say if you go to the basement, late at night, you’ll see him, wearing his polo,
patrolling the halls, and watching out for anyone who might be in need.
” I don’t think it’d be
inappropriate to say that I actually did leave a part of my spirit behind there. I just hope it’s a
friendly one.

Addendum:
Teachers College, Columbia University
I awoke the morning after the Halloween party only slightly hungover. 
Thank fucking God for
that
, I thought, groaning into my pillow and pulling myself slothlike out of the tangle of
blankets.
I had, in typical pretentious Englishteacher fashion, dressed as a literary reference: Edgar
Allen Poe’s 
The Masque of the Red Death
. If you’re not up on your Poe, here’s how it goes:
Prince Prospero and a legion of other nobles quarantine themselves within an abbey to guard
against the Red Death, a deadly plague that is ravaging the surrounding lands. Prospero decides
to host a masquerade ball to entertain his guests, but at the ball, he notices a fellow dressed in
bloody robes and a corpselike mask. Thinking this in rather poor taste, he follows the man
through six differentlycolored rooms to the final, black and scarlet room. Here, he confronts the
man, only to discover to his horror that it is none other than the Red Death itself. One by one, the
guests all succumb to the plague, “and Darkness and Decay and the Red Death held illimitable
dominion over all.”
Perfect costume fodder, right? I created a modern version of the character, wearing a
black blazer, dress shirt, and dress pants, a top hat, redandwhite masquerade halfmask, and, of
course, a painted skull on the uncovered half of my face, complete with gruesome red blisters

and boils that had taken hours to do exactly right (with a Scotch to help me along the way). And
I looked damn good.
The original idea had been to sort of recreate the original story. I’d show up to Halloween
parties as the anonymous specter of Death, crowd parting in stunned silence as I stepped through,
listening as fearfully muttered amongst themselves, “
Who is that masked man
?” I was Death
himself, and who knew if I would claim a victim here tonight? Hell, at the very least someone
might catch plague...
Yeah, that didn’t happen. I was all too recognizable in my costume, and Death isn’t quite
as scary when he’s only 5’6’’. At least people 
liked
my costume, even if half of them thought I
was freaking Phantom of the Opera. Oh well, there’s always next year.
I staggered groggily to the bathroom mirror. Smears of red and purple makeup bloomed
across my face like the shameful trophies of a barroom brawl. W
ell, I gotta shower anyway
.I
turned on the water, took off my clothes, and stepped in, wincing as the lukecold water
splattered across my back. I rubbed at my face, makeup washing into a colorful slurry at my feet
and disappearing down the drain. The nausea was already almost gone, and the headache would
go away once I got something to eat. Mostly I just felt disappointed. I guess I’d been looking
forward to Halloween being something special. It was supposed to be my favorite holiday, but it
ended up being just another night out. Oh well. I sighed.
I lifted my hand to pull my hair out of my eyes, and that’s when I saw it. Right on the tip
of my righthand middle finger was a small, black dot. Was that makeup? I rubbed it. It didn’t
come off. I rubbed it again, a little harder. It was still there.
I picked up a bar of soap and rubbed it against my finger. Nothing. I rubbed it as hard as I
could, finger breaking through the soap, pieces dropping into the tub with a wet clunk. I looked
at my finger. The mark was still there.
Oh fuck
, I thought, stomach dropping, O
h fuck, it’s cancer, isn’t it? 
I closed my eyes,
breathing hard, trying to distinguish between my voice and the Monster’s. My stomach lurched,
and I doubled over, retching. I
t’s not cancer
, I told myself, bile burning in my throat, i
t’s just a
blood blister. It’ll go away
.
Yeah, but what if it doesn’t
?
I leapt out of the shower and looked in the mirror. My hair streamed down my face, red
eyes gleaming out from between the strands like a madman behind bars. The shadows of my
sunken cheeks slashed across my face like a Glasgow smile. The man in the mirror stared back at
me and laughed. Or was it my laugh? I can never be sure. H
ello, old friend
, he seemed to say,
long time, no torment.
I threw on my clothes and rushed to my desk, heart thumping up in my throat. You
wanna know what a panic attack feels like? It’s like that moment you lean too far back in a chair
and start to fall, but it’s suspended in the air, your nerves splayed out like razor blades on piano
wire. I turned on the lamp and squinted at the mark in the light. The furrows of my fingerprint
cleaved over the spot uninterrupted. Oh God. The thing was u
nder
my skin

.

You know exactly what it is. It’s the Black Spot. The mark of Death. How fucking ironic,
huh? Getting a handshake from the Reaper the day after you dress up like him? I bet you were
too drunk to notice it last night, weren’t you? Tuttut. And what do we do with a drunken sailor?
We tell him there’s a penthouse suite in Davy Jones’ Locker with his name on it...
TM
I shook the Voice
out of my head. Okay, breath. Just breath. I had to investigate. I
pulled out my laptop and Googled “black spot on finger”. The word “melanoma” loomed up at
me like the title card of a horror film. I clicked “Images,” praying to a God I wasn’t sure existed
that this thing on my finger was a fluke, some medical triviality, and not the harbinger of a
deadly disease that would bring my charmed life to its tragic conclusion. But there on the screen,
a gruesome patchwork of closeup photos, little black spots, just like the one on my finger. But it
couldn’t be cancer. It just couldn’t be...
If not melanoma, then necrotizing fasciitis, or bubonic plague, or Red Death, or hey!
Something new they’ll name after you once you croak.
I looked at my phone. It was only noon. I looked at my bed. I had work to do. I was in
grad school, it was Sunday, of course I had fucking work to do. But how the hell was I supposed
to concentrate on anything like this? The panic was coursing through my chest like electric
current, the breath tearing itself from my lungs in ragged bursts. I collapsed back into bed
without another thought, and, after another agonizing hour of hazy dread, I fell back to sleep,
dreaming of hospitals, gravestones, and loved ones shaking their heads at me and muttering
darkly, “You damn fool.”
The spot disappeared on its own three weeks later. I guess it wasn’t cancer.
...
A Public Appeal

Epilogue
This project was nothing if not an exercise in catharsis. I don’t think I initially had any intention
of laying myself so bare for this assignment, but as I delved deeper into my own mental illness, I
gradually discovered that there really was no other way to describe it than through my own
experience, as difficult and monumental a task as that seemed to be at the time. How do you
translate that which, like air itself, is at once both omnipresent and completely intangible?
As a writer, you hope always to put down the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the
truth, so help you God, but actually 
doing
that is easier said than done. The active transfiguration
of thought into word (regardless of whether or not you’ve got a mental illness in the way) is an
arduous process, hardly less so when your task is to do it in a staggering multitude of genres.
The answer, for me, was a constant process of experimentation. I would play with a given
genre for a little bit, decide if it really said what I needed it to say, and either scrap it or put it
tentatively in my ‘yes’ pile. Even still, the genres I chose were a discordant mix; at least, until I
realized that one single genre could serve as the backbone to all the restmy autobiography.
This was a turning point, and it allowed me to go so much further than I thought possible.
By framing everything within the story of my life, in having that grounding of my own reality to
build everything else off of, I could go places I never would’ve dared venture otherwise. I could
create that acerbic interview with my own subconscious, the alternate reality obituary for myself,
things that never would’ve occurred to me from the getgo.
Playing with such a multitude of genres is at once terrifying and liberating. As
selfproclaimed writers, we often paint ourselves into the corners of our own perceived talents.
We decide what we are good at and stand steadfastly behind those formats or genres, comforting
ourselves in the knowledge that we 
are
good writers, so long as we’re working within the
confines of our own selfprescribed capabilities.
Yet the ultimate challenge, whether in writing or in other walks of life, is always to try
something new. And in playing with those genres I wasn’t comfortable with, I discovered that
my capacity for expression goes far beyond my own expectations of myself. I’m not just a
fictionwriter or storyteller. I’m a poet, a playwright, an artist, a broadranging writer who
needn’t be limited by such frivolous boundaries as “genre”.
As a teachertobe, the myriad advantages of the multigenre project are apparent to me.
It’s one thing to teach students how to write and how to be enthusiastic 
about
writing; it is quite
another to teach them to move beyond the boundaries they set themselves. To write in a singular
genre may give a student confidence, but it gives them only a narrow vision of what it means to
be a writer. For our students to exemplify the diversity of language and expression, they must be
made familiar (if not comfortable) with everything available to them in a language’s scope.
It is, ultimately, about finding our students’ voices. Some students may already know
exactly the tone and timbre of their voices. But others may need only a subtle nudge toward new
frontiers to send them down that selfreflective path that truly defines the burgeoning writer.
 Zachary Hays

